This essay examines the spectacular and stage-managed mass executions carried out during the East India Company administration"s campaign against thug criminals during the 1830s. Drawing on Foucault"s concept of the execution as an occasion for the demonstration of the authority of the state, it analyses contemporary accounts of the staging and reception of colonial executions, considering them as performances that fall on the boundary between social drama and stage drama, and arguing that such events can be seen as rituals of social negotiation rather than performances of state authority of the kind suggested by Foucault. 1 It began to gather strength in the late 1820s, and had expanded to cover most of India by the end of the 1830s. The material on thugs" beliefs and practices gathered in the course of the campaign, and the larger colonial narrative of Indian society and Indian criminality to which it contributed, had an impact on British policy in India, and the historiography of colonial India, that persists to the present day. 2 A central element of the campaign in its early stages was the public execution by hanging of thug criminals: over two decades, around 500 men died in this way at the hands of the British authorities.
This essay examines the staging of and response to these public executions of thugs, focusing on the British authorities" "scripting" of the execution ritual (as documented in East India Company records and the writings of the officials involved) to include the condemned prisoners" performance of their own criminality, and the crowd"s appreciation of the eradication of that criminality. It takes as its starting-point Foucault"s concept of the execution as a drama of state power, establishing "the dissymmetry between the subject who has dared to violate the law and the all-powerful sovereign who displays his strength". 4 In the context of British India, this Foucauldian model can be modified in several respects. First, the British colonial state -dependent as it was on a combination of legal and pragmatic agreements with Indian rulers, recently-established military superiority and a sense of moral and racial authority -is far from the "allpowerful sovereign" conceived of by Foucault. The execution of a thug therefore carried a double significance: not only a demonstration of sovereign power, it also highlighted the colonial administration"s mission to protect the indigenous people of India against criminal elements within their own society. Second, Thomas Laqueur"s detailed examination of the history of public executions in England calls into question the Foucauldian idea of the state as "writer and director of a drama in which it appropriates to itself the active, authorial role while the people and the condemned are assigned subsidiary parts as compliant actors and appreciative viewers who understand the semiotics of state power". Laqueur"s observation that the crowd, and not the state, was "the central actor in English executions" 5 may be applied to the executions staged by the British administration in India. In this context, however, "the crowd" contains two disparate elements: the colonized people of India who made up the main body of spectators at the execution, and the much smaller British contingent who attended executions in a professional capacity, or as interested bystanders. Both colonizer and colonized elements of the crowd constituted critical and active audiences, whose interventions and reactions demonstrate their ability to reject the colonial "script" if it failed to accord with their own agendas and self-conceptions. execution was a spectacular public event, for which elaborate preparations were made by the colonial authorities: a new stone scaffold was constructed so that the eleven could be hanged all at once, and two detachments of soldiers were deployed to control the crowd of spectators. As well as giving these details, the article also described the demeanour of the condemned before and during the event, and included a wider narrative of the characteristic methods and beliefs ascribed to thugs in general. Although published anonymously, the letter was the work of W. H. Sleeman, the head of the Thuggee Department. 7 He had brought to trial the eleven prisoners in question, and was also responsible for staging and overseeing their execution. The description of events published in the CLG therefore has a dual status not immediately apparent on first reading: it is not an eyewitness account of the execution so much as its director"s script.
The article was primarily geared towards gaining publicity and official recognition for the campaign against the thugs, then in its early stages. Details of the prisoners" crimes and their conduct on the scaffold were marshalled in support of a demand that the colonial government should recognise the gravity of the thug menace:
[W]e must oppose to its progress a greater dread of immediate punishment, and if our present establishments are not sufficient or suitable for the purpose, we should employ others that are, till the evil be removed; for it is the imperious duty of the supreme government of this country to put an end in some way or other to this dreadful system of murder, by which thousands of human beings are now annually sacrificed upon every great road grounds of their failure to surrender suspected thugs; 9 while the idea of British intervention saving Indian society from its own deviant practices (sati, or widowburning, and infanticide as well as thuggee) became a defining characteristic of the selfconsciously "moral, "civilized" and "civilizing" regime" of Britain in India.
10
Furthermore, Sleeman"s carefully-phrased exhortation constitutes a coded demand that the government should provide its officials with material and human resources to pursue the campaign; and enact changes to the existing laws to produce a "greater dread of immediate punishment" by making convictions for thuggee easier to obtain.
The article was immediately effective in eliciting government support for the campaign against the thugs. 11 Its construction of thug criminality as a threat to Indian society and colonial order -a theme elaborated by Sleeman and his colleagues both in official reports to government and in a publicity campaign across the British press in India -contributed significantly to the expansion of the Thuggee Department, and the government"s enactment of new regulations and laws to combat thug gangs. 12 Against this background the execution of the eleven thugs takes on a wider significance: the staging, narration and publicising of the event were all directed towards the production of a relationship between state, criminal and society that sustained both the proximate aims of the Thuggee Department and a larger justification of Britain"s role in India.
In choosing to ground his call for government action against criminals in the account of a public execution, Sleeman was drawing on the association of the ritual of execution with the demonstration of state power and authority. The Nizamat Adalat (criminal court) had earlier that year emphasised "the solemnity of the proceedings" of public execution, and the "awe, which it is the primary object of the punishment to create in the minds of all who may witness it". 13 Correspondence between the various officials involved in authorising and organizing executions underlines the fact that every aspect of these events -location, personnel, and procedure -was calculated to maximise its 9 See, for instance, the correspondence re dealings with the that, on the contrary, such behaviour was not confined to thugs; and that it might be ascribed to reasons other than inherent criminality. The "outward bravado" exhibited by the condemned did not necessarily reflect their true feelings, he argues; and their nonchalant or contemptuous response to the process of hanging might be indicative of their alienation from "systems of authority beyond challenge or comprehension". 17 The practice of the condemned prisoner taking over the placing of the rope also has parallels in British executions, and Gattrell attributes it to the realization, gained either by direct observation or through "folk knowledge", that a hangman"s misjudgement of noose or drop could make death by hanging a slower and more painful process. 18 None of these possibilities is entertained by the officials who described the execution of the thugs, however. Their insistence that the self-possession displayed by the condemned men was an indication of both membership of a thug gang, and the inhumanity characteristic of thugs, made its way into the wider discourse on criminality. The thugs" behaviour on the scaffold is presented as a reliable indicator of their singular qualities which set them apart from ordinary Indians, in successive accounts which describe them as "glorying in their misdeeds… reckless …of all consequences, either in this world or the next!"
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In the specific context of India, there are other reasons that might be considered for the prisoners" insistence on themselves taking hold of the rope and carrying out the execution. Another contemporary eyewitness, the civil surgeon H. Mahommuduns, one a Brahmun, and the rest Rajpoots and other castes of Hindoos". In this narrative, "their invocation of Bhowanee at the drop, was a confession of their guilt, for no one in such a situation invokes Bhowanee but a Thug, and he invokes no other deity in any situation, whatever may be his religion or sect". 22 The condemned men"s speech, like their behaviour, upon the scaffold is thus made to function as a marker of their identity as thugs, an identity which overrides and negates any other affiliation to the wider community of India or of humanity.
Sleeman"s records of the executions he directed make it clear that his tactic of producing the condemned men"s actions on the scaffold to a script of thugs" extraordinary criminality was a deliberate strategy. On at least one occasion, this objective appears to have taken priority over what might have been considered the primary aim of carrying out the sentence imposed by the court. Reporting the execution of two men in August 1832, Sleeman explains that a third condemned prisoner was spared only because of the fear that his youth (he is described as being under eighteen) and his "handsome and rather interesting" appearance might have inspired the crowd with a "feeling of sympathy". 23 Sleeman"s concern for "the impression left ... on the minds of the spectators" by these events demonstrates the importance of the performance of execution in establishing the requisite relationship between the colonial state and the crowd. The thugs" death scene is intended to mirror the colonial narrative of their lives and pursuits: they are set apart from the social body of colonized India, as well as becoming subject to British colonial authority. Thus, the ritual of execution, in the version staged and interpreted by Sleeman, functions to create a colonial public sphere in which both colonizer and colonized are united in the action of eradicating a rogue element of Indian society, a threat to the lives and property of colonized individuals as much as to the authority and order of the state. that the records contain no account of any protest or public expression of disquiet at any execution. On the contrary, allusions to the presence of large crowds, to control which measures such as "bamboos ... placed on all sides" were taken; and the "terrific cheers"
with which these crowds greeted the executions, all suggest, albeit inconclusively, that any interventions to be expected from spectators would be hostile to the condemned.
26
The assertion of D.F. McLeod that "[a]lmost all natives in any way concerned in the business whom I have encouraged to speak their minds have not concealed their impression that the proceedings at Saugor are unnecessarily sanguinary", hedged as it is with qualifiers, suggests that it is as much a measure of McLeod"s own feelings of "great concern in sending in these men to be put to death" (he was, unusually for an official of the Thuggee Department, opposed to the death penalty) as an indication of Indian responses to the executions. What does become apparent in the responses of the colonized crowd is that their relationship both to the condemned and the state is more complex than that envisaged by the simple unity of all races and classes against the thugs featured in Sleeman"s script. In 1832, for example, a coda was added to the usual format of the executions taking place in Sagar, where over a hundred thugs were hanged that year. This was in response to the request made by the "people of Saugor" that the bodies of executed thugs should be marked by "an incision ...made in the sinew behind the ancle to prevent the return of the Spirits of these men which they naturally enough imagine must be more mischievous than those of the ordinary race of men". Sleeman, "in consideration for their feelings", permitted the mutilation, despite the fact that the practice had been outlawed two years earlier. 28 In this instance, the execution as drama of state power is hijacked to suit the agenda of the crowd, who thus move from passive spectators to active participants in a ritual that mirrors their world-view as well as that of the state. The Indians" fear of being haunted by the bhût, or ghost, of one who had suffered a sudden and violent death was alien to the British officials, who offered, as justification for allowing the mutilation to be carried out, the rationale that "people who still beat and drown their old women for witches must be humoured in their harmless prejudices". A similar ambivalence is visible in the reactions of British elements within the crowd. Spectator responses to a performance event may be categorised (using the terminology suggested by Wilmar Sauter) as emotional, cognitive or evaluative. on the analysis of the condemned men"s actions. The possibility of any affective response is specifically discounted: no spectator, he writes, "felt the smallest emotion of pity" for them. 31 Later newspaper accounts, by contrast, include indications that at least some British spectators experienced significant affective responses, and were unwilling to accept in full the "official" narrative of thugs as distinct from the rest of humanity.
In an account of the executions of five men in Delhi, for example, the familiar trope of the condemned prisoners" nonchalance re-appears, but now phrased in language which both describes and elicits an emotional reaction: "The unfortunate wretches seemed to look upon their awful situation with almost perfect indifference, and except the wistful glances they occasionally cast around them, as the preparations for their death were nearly completed, they showed not the slightest mark of concern." 32 The writer of the Delhi account dwells on the consequences of the scaffold"s collapse during the execution, when one of the condemned "breathed at least 15 minutes after he was thrown off", and another, "a mere boy… [no] more than thirteen years of age" also "struggled very hard in his agonies; happening to touch the man that was next him with his foot, he instinctively threw his legs round him in the hopeless endeavour to save himself, until he was pulled away by the executioner." 33 Dwight Conquergood remarks of botched executions that they "knock down the ritual frame and expose the gruesome reality of actually putting a human being to death". 34 In the context of the execution of thugs, it is precisely their status as "human being" that these responses uphold, in a way that implicitly rejects any division between thugs and the wider category of the human race.
Using sentimental and affective terms, they reconfigure the description of condemned thugs, effectively re-creating the bonds between the abjected individual and the wider community that Sleeman"s script, and the wider narrative of thug criminality, both deny. response to the performance of thug "criminality", both colonized and colonizer spectators exhibit reactions that run counter to the idea of colonizer / colonized unity in the face of extraordinary enemies. Empathy for the condemned is demonstrated by British observers, while the colonized respond to the "othering" of thug criminals by demonstrating a mindset that sets them apart both from thugs and from colonizers. The rejection of the colonial "script" is clear, but the instability of the execution as performance event, and the complexity of the responses to it, make it impossible to contain within any straightforward narrative of colonial domination, colonial salvation, or colonized rejection of state authority.
David Parkin observes that "while it may be obvious that a representation is dependent on the event that it denotes, an event is itself dependent on its later representation". 35 In the light of the interplay between what might be called the script and the reviews of the performance of execution, it might be appropriate instead to consider this event as a ritual of social negotiation, in which all participants have a stake, rather than a performance of state authority to a compliant and supine audience. The public death of the criminal at the hands of the state becomes the ritual culmination of a social drama in Victor Turner"s sense: the event that marks the reintegration of a 
